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Agenda item No. 141 

 

Introductory statement on the JIU report  

“Review of Audit and Oversight Committees in the United Nations system” 

A/74/670 (JIU/REP/2019/6) 

 

Inspector Aicha Afifi 

 

Mr. Chair, distinguished delegates, 

 

I have the honour to introduce the report of the Joint Inspection Unit entitled “Review of Audit and 

Oversight Committees in the United Nations system.”  

The relevance of the review derives from the recognition that audit and oversight committees (AOC) 

have a critical role to play as independent expert advisory bodies that provide objective advice and 

recommendations on various aspects of an organization’s governance, risk management, and internal 

control processes. While the JIU has conducted several reviews of accountability and oversight 

functions in the past, this is the first report that was exclusively focused on audit and oversight 

committees, given that their role in the United Nations system organizations has developed and grown 

considerably over the past decade. 

The review focused on the status of the establishment and effective functioning of audit and oversight 

committees in the light of international standards, principles and good practices. The objective was to 

determine whether such committees are adequately established and serving their purpose as envisaged 

in their terms of reference, to assess any deviation from accepted standards and principles, and to 

identify good practices and lessons learned that could be shared across the system.  

Mr Chair,   

Allow me to briefly highlight some key findings of this review. 

1. Considerable progress has been made over the last decade 

Overall, the scope, the content and quality of the TORs of the committees have markedly improved. 

2. Wide variance in the TORs of the AOCs  

A comparative analysis of the TORs of 18 AOC revealed that there is a wide variance in their 

responsibilities, scope, size, resources/ capacities and degrees and levels of independence of the 

committees. 

3. Variation in the oversight architecture in the United Nations system 

The inclusion of all accountability and internal oversight functions under the purview of the AOC 

mandate has not been fully achieved in some organizations. 
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4. Variation in reporting arrangements 

There are considerable variations in the reporting arrangements for audit and oversight committees; in 

five organizations, they report directly to governing bodies; in six organizations, they report to both the 

governing body and the executive head; and in seven organizations, they report only to the executive 

head. 

5. Committees’ responsibilities broadened  

The mandate and responsibilities of the committees have broadened from audit and financial reporting 

to risk management and the implementation of the accountability framework, including the protection 

of whistle-blowers, in addition to a stronger focus on the technical aspects of the work of the 

organizations. 

 

6. TORs lack essential provisions relating to committee members 

While the TORs of most committees include references to geographical and gender balance 

requirements for its members, only two have provisions for adequate balance in representation from 

developed and developing countries. Additionally, most TORs do not include guidelines on members’ 

conflict of interest, with the exception of a “cooling-off period” for committee members wishing to join 

the organization or vice-versa;  

 

7. Five participating organizations have not established an independent audit oversight 

committee, although it was recommended in previous JIU reports which had considered these 

committees a vital element of good governance.   

  

8. Committees’ challenges are growing 

The work of audit and oversight committees is challenged by growing demands and increasingly 

complex issues facing organizations, time limitations for formal meetings, and varied skill levels of 

committee members. Additionally, the performance of most committees is not externally reviewed on 

a periodic basis, and there are no formal indicators against which to assess their performance. 

 

Mr. Chair,  

 

To address the aforementioned challenges and strengthen efficacy, the report outlines several good 

practices to ensure that audit and oversight committees: 

 

a) Are independent and report to both the legislative body and executive head; 

b) Have TORs with clearly defined committee membership criteria, and provisions for periodic review 

that are formally approved by the legislative body; 

c) Have strengthened communication with stakeholders, auditors, management and legislative bodies; 

d) Have administrative support and adequate resources to fulfil their oversight responsibilities; 

e) Establish annual workplans delineating responsibilities and stated objectives; and 

f) Have their performance assessed to evaluate effectiveness and efficiency. 

 

 

Mr. Chair, distinguished delegates, 

 

The report contains seven recommendations, all of which are addressed to you, as members of 

legislative and/or governing bodies. Six of these recommendations involve updates to the TORs of the 

audit and oversight committees, with the first four to be implemented before the end of 2021. 

 

Mr. Chair,  

 

We are witnessing the rapid pace of change across the work environments of the United Nations system. 

This means that even the best TORs of AOCs will be rendered obsolete in short order. Thus, TORs 

should be regularly re-examined and updated considering the shifting needs and emerging priorities of 

the organisations. 
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Members of AOCs provide expert advice to legislative bodies and executive heads to assist them in 

fulfilling their governance and oversight responsibilities. Committee members are selected for their 

expertise and are required to have a high degree of professionalism and independence and, with the 

exception of only one organization in the United Nations system, the members provide their services 

on a “pro bono” basis. The adoption of the good practices outlined in the JIU report and the 

implementation of the recommendations will improve the service that these Committees and their 

members provide. 

 

   
Mr. Chair, distinguished delegates, thank you very much for your kind attention, and I would welcome 

any comments or questions you may have. 

*** 


